In the developing spinal cord, motor neurons occupy discrete columns with different identities and axon projections. This organisation has now been shown to depend crucially on sequential phases of expression of Hox-c proteins, generated in response to fibroblast growth factor signals.
The developing nervous system contains a multitude of distinct neuronal types, which must differentiate in their correct positions within a complex pattern. Some profound insights into the emergence of neuronal identity have been acquired from studies of spinal motor neurons, which are generated ventrally within the ventricular zone of the developing neural tube (reviewed in [ Although the new results reveal important roles of Hoxc6 and Hoxc9, they do not preclude involvement of other Hox proteins in motor neuron specification. Hox proteins are known to interact and regulate each other via complex networks [6, 7] ; the overall level of Hox protein of a particular paralogue group may also be significant [8] . Indeed, as mentioned above, Dasen et al. [5] found that Hoxa6/c6 and Hoxa9/c9 have similar abilities to specify motor columnar identity. This redundancy might help to explain why defects in motor column organisation have not been found in mouse Hox mutants. As lumbar motor neurons express the Hox10 paralogues -depending on FGF and GDF11 signalling [4] -it is possible that these serve an important function at more caudal levels [6, 9] .
Sequential phases of Hox expression might also control later aspects of motor neuron development, as some Hox genes may also be expressed in particular 'motor pools', functional groups of neurons which innervate a particular muscle [ 
